To describe the experience of HIV infected people in Europe with the HIV test procedure.
Introduction
Receiving a positive result of an HIV test is a very stressful life-event. Being diagnosed HIV positive not only has important physical consequences, it also has a major psychological, social and relational impact. International guidelines describe how HIV testing and notification of test results should be done 1;2 .
Obtaining informed consent is a condition sine qua non for HIV testing. procedure, and to look at the evolution of HIV testing over the years.
Methodology
In Respondents were stratified into 3 groups to investigate the evolution in the way HIV tests were performed: people diagnosed before 1990, between 1990 and 1994 and after 1994. These 3 groups were compared for the variables sex, education level, transmission mode and country and significant differences were adjusted for.
Analyses were performed using SPSS, version 9.0.
Results
One thousand and three hundred sixty-six people completed the questionnaire (50% response rate). No information was available about non-respondents.
Thirty people who had been HIV positive for less than one year (2%) also completed the questionnaire. These people were kept in the study. Forty-three people (3%) who did not respond to the question about the year they were diagnosed HIV positive, were excluded. In total, 1323 people were included in the analyses.
Population characteristics (Table 1)
Most of the study participants were male (81%). The mean age of the study population was 38 years (range 18 -75, SD 9.4 years). Approximately half of the respondents reported male homosexual contact as HIV transmission mode, but this varied widely between the participating countries: more homosexual transmission was reported in centres in the northern countries, while intravenous drug use (IVDU) was more frequently reported in centres in Southern Europe. The mean duration of seropositivity was 6.1 years. Over the years some improvement in the way HIV tests were done was noted.
Repeat testing
People who were tested after 1994 reported post-test counselling lasting longer than 20 minutes significantly more often than those tested before 1990. for HIV without consent and 20% did not feel they were given understanding when the result was given. In another study in London, performed by Pergami et all in 1991, 13% of the study participants were tested without consent, and 30%
reported dissatisfaction about the way they were given the diagnosis 5 . In a study performed in Minneapolis in 1990, only 14% of the HIV tests performed met all hospital policy requirements including pre-and post test counselling and informed consent. Risk reduction counselling was provided for only 28% of the patients 6 .
Informing someone about his/her positive HIV test is a delicate task requiring communicative talent, experience, training and sufficient knowledge about HIV.
HIV counselling should therefore be emphasised during medical training. This, however, is often not the case 7;8 .
A large number of the study participants were repeatedly tested for HIV, before they had a positive HIV test result. Repeat testing can be part of a risk reduction strategy (awareness of a regular partner's serostatus before having unprotected sexual contact), but could also reflect repeated unsafe sexual behaviour 9 . All our study participants were HIV positive, indicating that these repeat HIV testers practised unsafe sex and suggesting that HIV tests might have been used by some of them as a way not to use condoms. This also suggests that risk reduction counselling is either not part of the HIV testing procedure or is not very effective. Less educated people were also found more likely to practise repeat testing, compared to people with higher education.
The results of this study should be interpreted with caution. The participants in this survey can not be considered to be representative of all persons with HIV in increasing numbers of people being tested for HIV, the performance of HIV tests should be monitored in order to guarantee high quality testing. 
